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FOSTERING AN INTERNET-BASED LEARNING NETWORK FOR
COMMUNITY HEALTH THROUGH ACTION RESEARCH
Francis Lau
University of Alberta
Research has suggested that computer-supported coordination work (CSCW) systems can change the nature of collaboration
among organizations, the patterns of workgroup processes, and the use of information and knowledge in problem solving
(DeSanctis et al. 1991; Hutchison et al. 1995; Delisle 1989). Many factors can influence the performance of groups and CSCW
systems, including individual characteristics (Massey and Clapper 1995), nature of tasks and technology used (Rice 1992) and
such social factors as group influence and processes (Bettenhausen 1991).  lso of interest are the effects of facilitation and
support on user adaptation of the technology (Dickson 1993; Zigurs, Poole and DeSanctis 1988).  One approach that may
enhance the acceptance of CSCW systems is through action research. This is where the researchers and users collaborate to
diagnose problems, plan and implement appropriate interventions, then reflect upon their experience for theory development,
learning and improvement in an iterative fashion (Checkland 1991).
In this paper, we describe an intensive study where action research is used to influence the evolution of an Internet-based
Collaborative Workgroup System (ICWS) within a community health research training program currently underway as a pilot
project in a Canadian province. The theoretical framework of this study is based on the group development model by
Mennecke, Hoffer and Wynne (1992) and learning networks by Harasim et al. (1995). The group development model takes
into account factors that affect the emergence of a group such as the characteristics of the task, group and context; the kinds
of group session, facilitation, and technological support available; the extent of individual perceptions, group development and
performance achieved; and the type of group learning that occurred over time. The learning network provides the cyberspace
and mechanisms where participants can construct knowledge by formulating ideas that are shared with and built upon through
the reactions and responses of others. We propose to operationalize this framework by way of action research to facilitate the
development of the group based on factors and processes from the group development model and learning networks. Our
interventions consist of helping the group to identify their needs or problems, plan and implement solutions, and learn through
the ICWS. Hence, our main research question is whether this ICWS can be used to influence the emergence and performance
of the group over time as a learning network for community health.
The study design involves detailed exploration of twenty-six participants from seventeen health regions across the province
and twelve teaching and support staff over two years on their use of the ICWS, emergent group processes and performance in
community health.  The research site consists mainly of the Internet cyberspace where participants and staff interact to share
knowledge, solve problems and learn from each other.  Both quantitative and qualitative methods with a longitudinal view are
used including tabulation of projects completed, system usage and patterns; content analysis and interpretation of responses
from interviews, focus groups and surveys; and comparison of findings over time as self-controls for changes and trends. The
group’s perceived usefulness of the ICWS, validated through actual usage logs, and the number of projects completed over time
may be considered measures of success for the network. The training program commenced in May, 1996, with eight weeks of
classroom training on research methods, health economics, policy planning and management skills. Facilitation of the group
and usage data collection began in September with preliminary reporting expected by early December.
REFERENCES
Bettenhausen, K. L.  “Five Years of Groups Research:  What We Have Learned and What Needs to be Addressed.” Journal
of Management, Volume 17, Number 2, 1991, pp. 345-381.
Checkland, P.  “From Framework through Experience to Learning:  The Essential Nature of Action Research.”  In H. E. Nissen,
H. K. Klein, and R. Hirschheim, Editors, Information Systems Research: Contemporary Approaches and Emergent Traditions.
Amsterdam:  North-Holland, 1991, pp. 397-403.
Research in Progress
482
Delisle, N. M.  “Collaborative Writing with Hypertext.”  IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication, Volume 32,
Number 3, 1989, pp. 183-188.
DeSanctis, G.; Poole, M. S.; Desharnais, G., and Lewis, H.  “Using Computing to Facilitate the Quality Improvement Process:
The IRS-Minnesota Project.”  Interfaces, Volume 21, Number 6, 1991, pp. 23-36.
Dickson, G. W.; Partridge, J. L.; and Robinson, L. H.  “Exploring Modes of Facilitative Support for GDSS Technology.”  MIS
Quarterly, Volume 17, Number 2, 1993, pp. 173-194.
Harasim, L.; Hiltz, S. R.; Teles, L.; and Turoff, M.  Learning Networks:  A Field Guide to Teaching and Learning Online.
Cambridge, Massachusetts:  MIT Press, 1995.
Hutchison A.; Morger, O.; Sauter, C.; and Teufel, S.  “Current Usage and Potential of Computer Supported Cooperative Work
in Swiss Banks:  An Empirical Study.”  In J. I. DeGross, G. Ariav, C. Beath, R. Hoyer, and C. Kemerer, Editors, Proceedings
of the Sixteenth International Conference on Information Systems, Amsterdam, 1995, pp. 313-324.
Massey, A., and Clapper, D.  “The Importance of Individual Inputs on Assessing GSS Value:  An Interdisciplinary Approach
for Creating Cognitively Heterogeneous and Homogenous Groups for GSS Researchers.”  In J. I. DeGross, S. L. Huff, and M.
C. Munro, Editors, Proceedings of Fifteenth International Conference on Information Systems, Vancouver, 1994, pp. 363-376.
Mennecke, B.; Hoffer, J.; and Wynne, B.  “The Implications of Group Development and History for Group Support System
Theory and Practice.”  Small Group Research, Volume 23, Number 4, 1992, pp. 524-572.
Rice, R. E.  “Task Analyzability, Use of New Media, and Effectiveness: A Multi-Site Exploration of Media Richness.”
Organization Science, Volume 3, Number 4, 1992, pp. 475-500.
Zigurs, I.; Poole, M. S.; and DeSanctis, G. L.  “A Study of Influence in Computer-Mediated Group Decision Making.” MIS
Quarterly, Volume 12, Number 4, 1988, pp. 625-644.
